Tortoises in front of mirrors: Brain asymmetries and lateralized behaviours in the tortoise (Testudo hermanni).
Brain lateralization in response to social stimuli is well known for its involvement of the right hemisphere in several vertebrate species, including humans. This study aimed to investigate the laterality of the social behavior during the mirror-images inspection in tortoises (Testudo hermanni). In a rectangular apparatus, in presence or in absence of two mirrors as the longer walls, we assessed: 1) the animal's position and 2) the monocular viewing compared to the longer walls, 3) the paw used to start a movement from a resting position. Here we provide the first evidence of lateralization towards social stimuli in tortoises, a reptile that is likely to lead mostly a solitary life, but also able to show a few basic abilities in social cognition. Results revealed a preference to spend significantly more time in peripheral positions, mainly in the presence of mirrors. Moreover, a consistent left-eye preference to inspect the mirrors was observed, especially when close to them. In contrast, a significant right-eye preference appeared in absence of mirrors, when tortoises occupied the central areas. Findings show a significant preference for right-paw use in starting movements, when mirrors were present. Results are discussed with reference to other evidence of brain asymmetry.